Interspecies mating in sympatric species of Syngnathus pipefish.
Hybridization is thought to be an important source of novel genetic variation, and interspecific hybridization may increase the adaptive potential of wild populations. While hybridization has not been previously reported in syngnathid fishes (seahorses and pipefish), the sympatric occurrence of closely related species at high densities increases the probability of interspecies mating in this group. Southern California is home to five species of Syngnathus pipefish, and these species frequently co-occur in near-shore eelgrass beds along the California coast. Recent work has identified exceptionally high levels of genetic diversity in southern populations of Syngnathus leptorhynchus, a widespread species which ranges from Mexico to Alaska. Microsatellite genotyping and mitochondrial sequence data are used here to study the population genetics of S. leptorhynchus and S. auliscus at a site in San Diego Bay where they are found to co-occur at high densities. While no adult hybrids were detected in the study population, analysis of male broods indicates that interspecies mating is occurring between the two species. The lack of premating isolating mechanisms between these two relatives suggests that hybridization may be common in sympatric species of Syngnathus.